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Speaking a Word for Nature 
Thoreau's Philosophical Saunter 
Gary Shapiro 
Thoreau's extraordinary essay "Walking" is obviously an encomium on 
what the author calls "the art of Walking" and an exhortation to readers 
to understand and practice that art. Yes, but we must realize that he 
speaks of the art of walking in no "pedestrian" sense (if this expression 
may be excused). Thoreau not only wants us to think the unthought in 
ordinary walking but to participate in the essay's performance of an alle-
gory or analogue of the practice that he calls sauntering to the Holy Land; 
it becomes an itinerary through the fields of language that reveals unsus-
pected sights and horizons. These things become clear at the outset (as 
Mao Tse-tung says, a journey of a thousand miles begins with a single 
step). Indeed, the very title of the essay-and Berel Lang has some pene-
trating observations on philosophical titles-can be taken both as naming 
its content or object and as a self-referential metaphor for its own method 
or way of proceeding, a meaning that becomes clearer once we under-
stand what he takes walking to be. 1 As I'll argue, a large share of what we 
are to learn from the essay has to do with our walk through the surprises 
lurking in our words (not only our woods), so it may be worthwhile to 
recall that a methodos is originally a way or a road. We hear quickly that 
this is a rare art, one not accomplished simply by bipedal locomotion, for 
in the second paragraph Thoreau writes "I have met with but one or two 
persons in the course of my life who understood the art of Walking, that 
is, of taking walks,-who had a genius, so to speak, for sauntering" (225). 2 
This declaration leads immediately to a speculative philosophical-lin-
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guistic discussion of the etymology of "sauntering," an Erorterung worthy 
of Heidegger, in which that apparently most mundane of our activities is 
seen with fresh wonder. Genuine walking or sauntering is distinguished 
from mere vagrancy or random wandering. Indeed, "[h]e who sits still in 
a house all the time may be the greatest vagrant of all," since such per-
sons may simply drift with whatever social, economic, or other currents 
carry them along. 
Soon enough I will say something about the contested etymology of 
"sauntering," but first I want to place that analysis in terms of the essay's 
opening words, namely "I want to speak a word for Nature ... " Thoreau 
could hardly be more explicit about the text's linguistic construction and 
armature. He tells us that he will make "an extreme statement . . . an 
emphatic one." We should be alerted to attend to the mode of that ex-
treme speaking and stating. We might ask questions like these: Is the 
statement a thesis that might be given (or paraphrased) in a single sen-
tence? Or is the statement the entire essay? And by saying that he will 
"speak a word for Nature" does Thoreau mean to call our attention to a 
specific word or to his use of particular words? If it is a single word that 
we are to listen for, might it simply be "walking"? If so, then we know by 
the beginning of the second paragraph that only a tiny proportion of 
people understand the true idea of walking. Might the statement or thesis 
be its most quoted phrase, "in Wildness is the preservation of the 
world"? So we might easily suppose because at a later point, in the center 
of the essay, Thoreau (uniquely, I believe) speaks once more about his 
saying; he will now tell us what he has been preparing to say: "what I 
have been preparing to say is, that in Wildness is the preservation of the 
world" (239). This is no doubt the essay's most famous sentence; for 
example, it is the signature sentence of the Sierra Club. Yet it is actually 
not the full sentence in Thoreau's text, a sentence which is also the begin-
ning of a new paragraph after the third of eight breaks between sections 
introduced by the author.3 The complete sentence reads: "The West of 
which I speak is but another name for the Wild; and what I have been 
preparing to say is, that in Wildness is the preservation of the world." So 
part of Thoreau's preparation for what he has to say has been to speak 
about the relation between the West and the Wild. The Wild and the West 
(of which he has been speaking) are just names for the same thing. At the 
very least then, Thoreau's signature sentence asks to be read in terms of 
his preparations to say it; so the reader must understand what Thoreau's 
West is (which requires attention to his manner of speaking) as well as to 
his conception of names and naming. We will need then to attend to the 
mode and manner of this statement and emphasis, not only to what we 
might imagine to be its abstractable content or thesis. 
If true or essential walking-Thoreau's philosophical topic-is a sort 
of experiment, a test of experience, a thoughtful engagement with the 
unknown or distant (often called the West), then the essay, both this one 















